At a time when public health is pressing governments to protect our children from tobacco, the Canadian Journal of Public Health provides timely and useful information about the impact of the Ontario Tobacco Control Act (OTCA) in schools. The article by Northrup et al. 1 reports on the perceptions of school administrators following the smoking ban on school property since the OTCA was passed. The companion article by Ashley et al. 2 discusses issues and challenges arising from implementation and enforcement of the OTCA.
What we are witnessing is the progression of a public health program from education and promotion to legislation and ultimately enforcement. History tells us that this evolution is the only way to push compliance beyond a sub-optimal plateau, whether it be for seat-belts, tobacco, or any other intervention.
Before addressing tobacco control in our schools, it is worth reviewing and updating what we know about tobacco and youth, so as to define the problem and the importance of enforcement as a strategy.
Nationally, the prevalence of smoking among teens aged 15-19 is 29%.
3 Due largely to 1994 federal tax reductions, teenage smoking is on an alarming increase. Students in Eastern Ontario increased their rate of smoking from 22% in 1993 to 29% in 1997. 4 The vast majority of smokers start smoking in their very early to middle adolescent years and adult smoking patterns are generally determined between the ages of 16 and 18 years. 3 The addiction to tobacco, once established, is ironclad. Adolescent smokers acknowledge their addiction to nicotine and want to quit; more than half of teens who are currently smoking have tried to quit for at least one week. 3 However, only 2-3% of teens who initially made a quit attempt are successful for a year or two. 5 Non-smoking youth are also vulnerable whether through involuntary exposure to highly toxic substances or through ongoing pressure to take up smoking.
Schools are obviously a key battlefield where the war on tobacco for the next generation of smokers will be won or lost. It is in this general environment amongst their friends and peers that kids will make and cement the most important individual health decision of their lives. This is why it is so important to review existing national school policies and learn from Ontario's experience from the Tobacco Control Act.
A 1995 Health Canada cross-province analysis demonstrated almost all (97%) elementary and secondary schools had some type of policy, although the extent of the restrictions varied considerably. 6 Prior to legislation, the extent to which schools provided a non-smoking policy varied widely among, and within, Ontario municipalities. Some schools prohibited students from smoking at school, while teachers and others were allowed to smoke in designated areas. With implementation of the OTCA, students no longer receive double messages at school about smoking.
Ontario Tobacco Control Act, 1994
The Ontario Tobacco Control Act (Bill 119) was passed in 1994 and, at the time, was considered the most comprehensive legislation in North America. The sections of the Act pertaining to youth were designed to reduce their smoking and protect them from environmental tobacco smoke. First, the Act reduces youth access to tobacco products by restricting the selling and supplying of tobacco to youth under 19, banning vending machines that sell or dispense tobacco and banning "kiddie packs" (packs with less than 20 cigarettes) or the selling of single cigarettes. Second, under section 9 of the Act, smoking is prohibited or restricted in a variety of places, including schools as defined in the Education Act. It bans smoking in all school buildings and on school properties at all times. It applies equally to staff, students and persons who use and visit school property. Schools are encouraged to extend this ban to outings and school buses through school policy.
The survey by Northrup et al. indicates that the OTCA is perceived as an acceptable and effective policy. It is encouraging to learn that almost all (96%) schools were in compliance with the OTCA requirements and that the majority of nonsmoking students were in support of the ban. These findings demonstrate social support for tobacco-free schools and a readiness for legislation. Some students and school representatives thought the ban made it more difficult for non-smokers to be pressured into smoking and that students reduced the amount of smoking during the school day.
Challenges are inevitable with new policies. Almost all school administrators reported that a few students continued to smoke on school property. They were of the opinion that the ban did not discourage smoking. Extra work, due to additional demands on school personnel, was also reported in Ashley et al. as among the problems. Over time, continued efforts in education and enforcement from both Health Department and school staff should reinforce the policy and ultimately reduce the associated workload.
Unfortunately, in some settings students were reported at risk for traffic injury as a result of the increased time smokers spent on sidewalks or streets adjacent to the school. Obviously, a policy which is effective and efficient must be sensitive to local conditions. In Ottawa-Carleton, the Health Department has agreed to exemptions for smoking on school property when traffic placed students at risk. In keeping with the spirit of the law, these schools have to comply with a review process prior to allowing smoking back on school property. In the event of an exemption, the school would have to agree that the designated smoking area not be placed in a highly visible location or within 9 metres of an entrance way or window. In spite of À une époque où la santé publique insiste auprès des gouvernements pour que l'on protège nos enfants contre le tabac, la Revue canadienne de santé publique publie des informations utiles et actuelles sur les répercussions de l'OTCA (Ontario Tobacco Control Act, loi ontarienne sur le contrôle du tabac) dans les écoles. L'article de Northrup et al. 1 présente le point de vue des administrateurs scolaires au sujet de l'interdiction de fumer sur les lieux de l'école depuis l'adoption de l'OTCA. L'article d'Ashley et al. 2 qui le complète présente les questions et les grands problèmes découlant de la mise en vigueur et de l'application de l'OTCA.
Nous sommes les témoins des avancées d'un programme de santé publique qui est passé successivement de l'éducation et de la promotion à sa traduction dans la loi pour aboutir à l'application de cette dernière. L'expérience nous montre que cette progression est la seule qui permette de faire respecter la loi au niveau optimal, qu'il s'agisse des ceintures de sécurité, du tabac ou de n'importe quelle autre intervention.
Avant d'en venir au contrôle du tabac dans nos écoles, il est utile de passer en revue et d'actualiser ce que nous savons du tabac et des jeunes, afin de clairement définir le problème et l'importance de faire respecter la loi comme stratégie.
Au plan national, la prévalence du tabagisme chez les jeunes âgés de 15 à 19 ans s'établit à 29 %. 3 En raison principalement des réductions de la taxe fédérale intervenues en 1994, le tabagisme des adolescents connaît une augmentation alarmante. Dans l'est de l'Ontario, le taux de tabagisme chez les étudiants est passé de 22 % en 1993 à 29 % en 1997. 4 La grande majorité des fumeurs commencent à fumer au cours des difficulties, workable solutions do evolve with persistence and ongoing dialogue.
Unfortunately, complying with the Act doesn't always lead to the anticipated goal of decreased visibility or proximity of student smoking. In urban settings, the sidewalk a few metres from the school door is city property, and youth smoking then becomes a community issue whereby neighbours, retailers and other businesses are directly affected. While perceived as problems by school administrators, complaints from the community can heighten awareness and interest. School-based smoking prevention programs need to be enhanced and sustained by communitywide programs. We need everyone's help! The success of efforts to prevent and reduce tobacco use through schools relies on the awareness and commitment of parents and other members of the community.
Next Steps
It goes without saying that schools are the primary channel for tobacco prevention for children and youth. We must convince educators, parents and community members of the importance of tobacco prevention and work with them for the implementation of top quality educational programs. The decision students make about tobacco use will affect every aspect of their lives. In preparation for life's journey, finishing school tobacco-free is important enough to warrant becoming a curriculum goal. Critical multiple interventions must include age-specific and continuously reinforced programs, teacher-training, support for cessation and ongoing program evaluation.
Students continue to receive contradictory messages about tobacco use. Why, if we prohibit youth under the age of 19 years to purchase tobacco and smoke on school property, do we permit them to possess tobacco at school? Total bans on under-aged smoking in public places are not yet the standard for regulation. As pointed out by the school representatives in the article by Northrup et al., students are told it is illegal to smoke on school property, however, they are able to smoke on public property "…whether that property is one mile or one inch away from school property." 1 Obviously gaps need to be filled so that the message on tobacco and the accompanying legislation are clear, consistent and constantly reinforced. Nonetheless, the OTCA represents a significant step forward and needs to be replicated in all provinces and territories. We must also continue to advocate for smoke-free municipal bylaws as well as support key initiatives at the federal level to curtail tobacco advertising, never forgetting that enforcement makes new legislation effective and ultimately determines public acceptance and high compliance. This is difficult. Enforcement is by its very nature confrontational and it casts us in an unpopular and uncomfortable role. But who said conquering tobacco would be a popularity contest for the faint of heart? Let's get on with the job of protecting the next generation, our children, from the tyranny of tobacco. 
